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Source: BRA, 1965/1975 General Plan for Boston 


Hinge Block-Over 35 years have passed 
since the Boston Redevelopment Authority 
(BRA) dubbed the area between the 
downtown retail and Park Square the “hinge 
block.” The BRA’s “1965/1975 General 
Plan for the City of Boston,” says the 
“presently weak ‘hinge block’...is 
potentially an important focal point for 
culture” and envisioned the land between 
Kneeland, Boylston, Tremont and 
Washington streets brimming with 
restaurants, a hotel, commercial services 
with new theaters, and a connection to 
“related activities” on the Boston Common. 
The BRA’s vision for the Hinge Block has 
not been realized. The area’s proximity to 
the notorious Combat Zone put a damper on 
redevelopment in the 1970s and 1980s. 
When the BRA rezoned the area and created 
the “Midtown Cultural District Plan” in 1988, 
it seemed that the mix of incentives and sparks 
from adjacent development projects would 
light a fire and transform the Hinge Block. 
The new zoning would allow 7 million 
square feet of development, 2,500 housing 
units and 4 million square feet of commercial 
and cultural space in the entire Midtown 
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Cultural District. The BRA wanted 10 new 
performance halls, all existing theaters 
restored and all major developments 
required to include performance space or 
galleries. Height limits would be 155 feet, 
with allowances for 250-foot to 400-foot 
towers under certain conditions. Then the 
economy crashed and nothing happened at 
the Hinge Block and most other development 
sites in Boston. 

Although some parts of the Midtown Cultural 
District have been redeveloped, development 
in the Hinge Block has been marked by a 
series of stops and starts. Despite land in the 
Hinge Block being owned by a handful of 
investors for decades and dozens of proposals 
floated, only one investor has gotten close to 
succeeding with a development scheme. 

Kensington Investment Co. bought a 
number of Hinge Block properties in 1989 
and now owns seven structures. In 1995 
Kensington proposed a $70 million office 
and residential tower; seven years later, the 
office component was dropped and 336 units 
(at least 10 percent affordable) proposed 
instead. A Planned Development Area (PDA; 
one acre or more of land) allows the height to 
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exceed the 155-foot height limit to 290 feet. 

The foundation of the BRA’s 1988 rezoning 
was cultural developmentand rehabilitation. 
Will the existing zoning, with its steep 
requirements to build and preserve 
performing and cultural arts space, 
encourage more developers to go the PDA 
route for different rules? 

The proposed Kensington development 
would demolish the 1908 Gaiety Theater, 
not rehab it. A BRA official quoted in The 
Boston Globe said, “renovating it would 
cost $10 to $15 million and there are no 
users.” In fact, studies have shown that less 
than 15 percent of Americans attended live 
theater or concert in the past month while 
over 30 percent went toa movie. Attendance 
rates at live performances declined between 
1982 and 1992, and with slower population 
growth, cuts in arts education in public 
schools, and dramatic increases in arts 
participation through media, there could be 
even fewer users. 

Even so, the Opera Houseand the Paramount 
Theater on Washington Street are being 
renovated. Will the Hinge Block still be the 
Fringe Block in another 35 years? 


























































&) MassPike (I-90) Extension Opens 
The January 2002 opening of the MassPike 
Extension through South Boston to the Ted 


YA Suffolk University Dormitory — 
On the site of a 40-car parking lot rises 
Suffolk University’s new dormitory on 


a Back Bay John Hancock Proper- 
ties — The John Hancock Tower and six 
other Hancock properties are for sale (park- 

















People Movers 


Rep. Joseph Sullivan (D-Braintree), co- 
chair of Joint Committee on Transpor- 































l | ike; the “old” Williams Tunnel is a big deal: 
28 ing garage spanning the MassPike; the “old Beacon Hill. Set to be open for eager lal : 
wits esti ee Hancock Building; a 12-story office build- students at the end of August 2003, the * Originally, the third harbor tunnel was to 
Department to Boston Redevelop- ing at 197 Clarendon St.; 131 Clarendon dormitory will house 345 students in 19 be built and connected to the MassPike 
ment Authority. Street, Hard Rock Cafe and offices; a park- stories. Construction issues related to before building the downtown tunnels, 









foundation condition led to the decision 
to modify basement levels, move the cafete- 
ria to the third floor and reduce the bed count 
from 368 to 345. 

The dormitory—located on Somerset 
Street opposite the Suffolk County Court- 
house—was designed by Cannon Design. 


Sonia Hamel, from Executive Office of 
Environmental Affairs to office of 
Commonwealth Development with 
Douglas Foy. 

Jack Bradshaw, from Gilbane Construc- 
tion to Suffolk Construction. 

Beth Larkin, from TAMS/Earth Tech to 
HNTB. 

Anthony Gordon, Back Bay Associa- 
tion (BBA), in, then out, then back in 
as BBA representative on the 
Columbus Center Advisory Commit- 
tee. BRA realized it had enough votes 
for approval without the BBA vote. 


siphoning off 90,000 vehicles per day. 
The connection actually opened seven 
years after the Ted Williams Tunnel. 

* Cost overruns on the MassPike Extension 
totalled over $4 billion. 

* Building tunnels under Fort Point Channel 
proved more difficult than predicted and 
caused much of the delay and cost overrun. 

* A project engineer pointed out early on that 
a bridge over Fort Point Channel would be 
faster and cheaper. He was eventually fired. 

¢ Tunnelling under the active railroad re- 
quired ground freezing and grouting, then 
hydraulically jacking 30,000-ton concrete 
tunnel sections through the soil. 

* The Extension will divert about 25,000 
vehicles per day from the Central Artery 
and Callahan Tunnel. 

* Key for development at the South Boston 
piers are on- and off-ramps near the World 
Trade Center. 

* Fun factoid: The MassPike from New 
York to Weston (123 miles) cost $239 
million in 1957 dollars, or $1.9 milllion 
per mile. The original MassPike Exten- 
sion from Weston to Boston (12 miles) 
cost $180 million in 1965, or $15 million 
per mile. The new Extension to Logan 
Airport (3.5 miles) cost $6.5 billion in 

2003, or $1,857 million per mile. 


ing lot and a small parcel adjacent to the 
MassPike). Recently, they becameeven more 
valuable. When the Post Office put its build- 
ing on Stuart Street up for sale, the combined 
size of all the Hancock parcels and the Post 
Office parcel—over one acre—allow for a 
Planned Development Area (PDA) under 
Boston Redevelopment Authority zoning 
guidelines. PDA would allow development 
flexibility and not hold to existing zoning. 
Columbus Center Air Rights developers 
tried to buy the small parcel last year, but 
Hancock recognized its value as part of a 
combination of parcels and refused. Three 
teams have bid up to $850 million for the 
Hancock parcels. 
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Community-Friendly Design Policy — 
ome Governor Romney has drafted a State- 
— wide Road and Bridge Policy that places a 
priority on repair of existing infrastructure 
and calls for “community-friendly solu- 
tions” and “context-sensitive” projects. The 
policy seeks to: avoid the costs of “unnec- 
essary road widenings,” treat citizens and 
communities as transportation agencies’ 
customers, and design roads with bicycles 
and pedestrians in mind, too. 

Key actions the Chief of Commonwealth 
Development and Secretary of Transporta- 
tion and Construction will take include: 

* Revise the MassHighway Highway De- 
sign Manual to incorporate principles of 
context-sensitive design. 

¢ Appoint an advisory committee of mu- 
nicipal and regional planning representa- 
tives and other affected interests to guide 
and finish the process by October 1, 2003. 

* Appoint an ombudsman to Executive 
Office of Transportation and Construc- 
tion to hear citizen and community con- 
cerns and facilitate solutions. 

¢ Make a plan for repairing bridges by July 

1, 2003. Innovative elements of the plan 

will include strategies to avoid costly ex- 

pansion projects, such as improving signage 
so travelers can tell where they are and 
where they are going(?) and scheduling 
construction to avoid peak travel times. 
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Designing the Surface Artery 


Progress on designing the open-space parcels | Chinatown parcel 23D near Chinatown Gate. been prepared by community consultants 
along the Rose Kennedy Greenway has been ex- 


cruciatingly slow. A bill to create a Trust toown, — Downtown Northareatoseek proposals for Bulfinch Wharf District, already designated as an open 


Development Parcels: Meetings have begun in the Weinmayer Associates. Ramp parcel 18 in the 


govern, operate and maintain the surface artery Triangle development parcels. MassPike has solic-  SPa¢e parcel, is under consideration for a building 
over the long term was refiled thissessionwithno __jted community input for the Request For Proposals to cover the ramps. 
action to-date. The bill's chief advocate, Rep. Joseph for ramp parcel 6. Plans forramp parcel 12, originally Two new groups are proposing museums for 


Sullivan (D-Braintree) has left the House for the 
Lottery Commission, and the long-awaited Memo- 
randum of Understanding between the City and 
MassPike has yet to materialize. 


planned to be a development parcel, has been held _—_ surface artery open space parcels. A group of 
up by strong community pressure to make ita park _ private individuals and organizations has pro- 
parcel instead. Conceptual designs fora park have __ posed the $80 million Boston Museum for ramp 
parcel 6 in the North End. The museum would 
lease space to the National Park Service for a 
visitor orientation and transportation hub. 


Parcel 17 at Rowes Wharf is eyed by the Com- 
bined Jewish Philanthropies and the Jewish Com- 
munity Center of Greater Boston. Finally, the sta- 
tus of the $70 million Mass. Horticultural Society 
“Garden Under Glass” for open space parcels 19, 
21 and 22 remains unclear (buildings will still be 
counted as open space). 


Open Space Parcels: Final designers have been 
chosen for the approximately eight acres of open 
space. MassPike selected Wallace Floyd Design 
Group (Boston) with Gustafson Partners (Seattle) 
for North End parcels 8 and 10 adjoining Hanover 
Street. EDAW (Virginia) with Copley / Wolff De- 
sign Group (Boston) will design Wharf District 
parcels 14-17 from Columbus Park to High Street. 
Carol R. Johnson Assoc. (Cambridge) with 
Turenscape (China) were selected to design 





Welcome to The Boston Informer! 


You Were Asking 


. The BRA says it wants to see more housing down- 
town. It even recently changed the zoning to allow 
350-foot-high buildings (from 155-foot maximum) 
if 50 percent is residential and it criticized Boston 
Properties for not including housing at Lord & 
Taylor. But the BRA is finally selling its Hayward 
Place property for an office/retail development de- 
spite offers for housing. Can you explain why? 

. Because office and retail is what the developer 
wanted to build. 


The goal is simple: provide concise public information on 
construction projects, planning initiatives, and whatever else 
affects living and working in Boston. Welcome to The Boston 
Informer! 


The Boston Informer is published by ATC Information, Inc., six 
times yearly in Boston, Massachusetts. President: Anthony Casendino; 
vice-presidents, Anne McKinnon, Chris Fincham. 

The Boston Informer is available by mail only. $25.00 per year 
(cheap! ). Questions? Telephone (617) 723-7030, fax (617) 437-1886 or 
e-mail: Boston Informer@cs.com. Web: www.bostoninformer.com. 





. Where can I get a print of the great photo of the 
John Singleton Copley statue in last month's Bos- 
ton Informer? 

. The Boston Informer photo of the famous painter is 
available from Petr Metlicka Photography, 617-699- 
0424 or PMetFoto@ziplink.net. 


Boston Globe series reveals Bechtel left 
the Fleet Center off design plans... 


. Bechtel Corporation claims that the Big Dig cost 
overruns detailed recently in The Boston Globe 
were partly due to their “fast tracking” the project 
to finish it sooner. How can this be true when the 
Central Artery/Tunnel project is running seven 
years behind schedule (2005 vs. 1998 completion)? 

. It can’t. 


. With farebox revenue way down and sales tax 
revenue down, the MBTA must be really hurting. 
Should we expect a fare increase soon? 

. The MBTA was planning a fare increase in mid- 
2004 but is apparently considering moving it up one 
year, to take effect mid-2003. The MBTA’s Chief 
Financial Officer told an MBTA Advisory Board 
subcommittee recently the Authority is considering 
some type of fare increase this year (probably just 
under 10 percent to avoid preparing an Environ- 

Fleet Center? What Fleet Center? mental Impact Report). The MBTA’s budget, due to 

be released in mid-March, will have the details. 
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Me . 11/1/03 
Susan Lewis Library Director 


Boston Architectural Center 
- 320 Newbury St. 
LK Boston, MA 02115-2703 
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